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AFT New Mexico will continue to use pragmatic 
approaches to advance policy in each of these 
areas, working with lawmakers throughout 
the state to achieve greater community 
well-being through improvements in public 
education and patient care and safety.

We acknowledge our shared responsibility to 
work together to help tackle our state’s social 
and economic challenges, which are inextricably 
linked to our public education system and our 
healthcare system, both public and private.

Advances in public education and healthcare 
are not achieved by lawmakers pursuing 
silver-bullet or politically expedient 
solutions. Real advances are made when 
policymakers engage in ongoing dialogue 
with all stakeholders, recognizing that 
our understanding evolves over time.

Bearing that in mind, if you have been a regular 
reader of this publication, now in its sixth 
iteration, you will see several new additions 
to our policy goals, some of which are the 

result of our own evolution in thinking about 
the education and services we provide to our 
communities. Some additions to our shared 
goals reflect the evolution and expansion of our 
union’s organizational efforts, specifically and 
most notably into the healthcare profession.

You will also see that some of the policy 
recommendations we outlined in previous 
editions have been implemented since we 
last published this guide—either through 
rule-making, pilot programs or changes to 
New Mexico statute—and we outline some 
recommendations for lawmakers on how 
they may support these nascent efforts.

For those legislative recommendations that 
seem recycled or repeated, this should serve as 
an important reminder of the immense amount 
of work we have left to do. Some of these 
recommendations have taken on new urgency 
amid the recent public health crisis, such as the 
need to take stock of the aging infrastructure 
in our schools and care facilities. And some of 
these policy recommendations, while previously 

Our vision for the future in New Mexico extends beyond our 
classrooms, healthcare facilities and places of learning; it permeates 
our communities. This vision not only encourages students to 
become creators and innovators but empowers educators to 
advocate for the students and families they serve. It also includes 
empowering healthcare practitioners, who our union is currently 
working to organize throughout New Mexico, to be outspoken 
patient defenders by using their professional knowledge and skills 
to advocate for high-quality care and safe working conditions.

A Pathway Toward Educational and 
Community Well-Being in New Mexico
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adopted, require renewed action to ensure 
ongoing funding and fidelity in implementation.

Our vision as a union of professionals 
is rooted in our shared experiences and 
wisdom. Informed by the communities we 
live in and the students and patients we 
serve, our policy goals seek to improve our 
students’ educational outcomes and our 
communities’ health, and to transform our 
professions. When enacted, bold policy can 
change lives in ways we have yet to imagine.

Community well-being continues to be our 
focus, and it will remain our focus during our 
advocacy inside the Roundhouse and in the 
places we live and work. But we also know 
that working conditions are students’ learning 
conditions and patients’ healing conditions. 

The Yazzie/Martinez v. State of New Mexico 
decision reminds us that we must continue 
to confront the state’s failure to provide a 
sufficient and culturally responsive system 
of education for all New Mexican students. 
While we made important progress during 
the last legislative session when lawmakers 
approved significant new funding targeted 
to address historic underinvestment in our 
educational system, there is much work left 
to be done to repair the systemic issues of 
racism and marginalization of our Native 
American, Hispanic, Black, English language 
learner, and special needs communities. We 
must rededicate ourselves to the pursuit of 
equity for all communities and at all levels.

We must continue pushing forward to seize this 
generational opportunity to achieve a more 
equitable, student-focused education system 
that helps each child succeed and achieve.

We hope lawmakers will take notice of the 
recent positive progress we’ve made and build 
upon successful initiatives like the expansion 
of community schools, the continuation 
of the highly successful Grow Your Own 
Teachers Act and increased investments in 
mentorship and residency programs for new 
teachers, all parts of a focus on attracting 

and retaining the teachers our students 
deserve. These are examples of foundational 
policy that is providing a solid framework for 
continued improvement in New Mexico.

Adding to these advancements, the Legislature 
also has implemented budgetary policy that 
makes our education profession a regional 
leader in both pay and retirement security. 
These victories, all championed by Gov. 
Michelle Lujan Grisham, have helped to stanch 
the exodus of quality educators from our 
system and return respect and professional 
autonomy to the education profession.

While these notable policy decisions have had an 
impact across our public education system, they 
have also exposed the inequities within that very 
system for our higher education professionals. 
Higher education staff lack the labor protections 
granted to New Mexico’s K-12 staff. They’ve 
seen smaller increases in pay, and full-time 
and tenured employment is growing further 
out of reach as our colleges and universities 
increasingly rely on part-time adjunct staff. 
We must address these issues together.

As you consider the following policy 
recommendations, take a moment to view them 
through the lens of community well-being. 
Policies we enact in partnership as lawmakers 
and stakeholders must meet the intersectional 
demands of our education and healthcare 
systems, and we firmly believe that through 
collaboration, conversation and trust, we can 
produce outcomes that meet the needs of 
not only New Mexico’s patients and students, 
but our wider New 
Mexico community.

Our educational and 
healthcare systems 
are meant to serve 
the collective good 
and create the kind 
of society where 
everyone can thrive. 
We must attract and 
retain professionals 
and support them 
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to create learning and healing environments 
focused on equity, access and innovation. 
As our society’s needs evolve, our systems 
must grow and change to ensure that our 
students are competitive and prepared for 
a successful future and that our patients 
receive care that can enable them to 
pursue their own goals and dreams.

These policy recommendations have been 
developed with these outcomes in mind 
and are informed by the landmark 2016 
National Conference of State Legislatures’ 
report “No Time to Lose: How to Build a 
World-Class Education System State by 
State” and many other scholarly and peer-
reviewed studies. At the same time, many of 
our suggestions are uniquely New Mexican. 

These recommendations address our early 
childhood education system, our public K-12 

education system, our 
higher education system 
and our healthcare 
system. Combined with 
the intersectional need 
for a fair tax revenue 
system, respect for 
labor rights and a strong 
commitment to anti-
racism and social justice, 
New Mexico can and will 
deliver the high-quality, 
future-focused education 
and care our students 
and patients deserve. 

Greening Our Public Infrastructure
The recent passage of the Inflation Reduction 
Act presents a once in a lifetime opportunity 
for New Mexico to transition to green schools, 
colleges, transportation and other public 
sector infrastructure. New federal support 
for green energy generation is available now, 
and there are enhanced reimbursements/
credits for local public agencies, including 
school districts, that act quickly. New Mexico 
has an opportunity to expand its current 
climate policy strategy and tap into additional 
funding to help our public agencies and local 

governments take full advantage of these 
changes and reduce long-term energy costs.

The Inflation Reduction Act includes provisions 
that will allow public entities, including 
schools, to access tax credits that previously 
only benefited for-profit solar developers. This 
“direct payment” option1 means that the federal 
government will pay 30 percent of the cost of 
solar projects if they generate either less than 
1 megawatt, or greater than 1 MW and adhere 
to labor standards, significantly reducing the 
cost of projects that public entities must finance. 
Solar projects are also eligible for bonus credits, 
allowing districts to fund 40-60 percent of the 
cost of a project that meets criteria, including 
domestic content requirements (10 percent), 
low-income communities (10 percent) and 
energy-impacted communities (10 percent). 
There are additional 25 percent credits for 
retrofits that create energy efficiencies (for 
example, through improved insulation).

New Mexico’s state policy approach 
should include the following pillars: 

•  A strong, goal-focused regulatory 
framework. Important steps to build on 
include the recommendations in New 
Mexico’s 2020 “Climate Strategy” report, 
energy reduction targets for public agencies, 
and, importantly, LEED Silver standards for 
new public buildings and renovations.

•  Adequate, stable, long-term funding, New 
Mexico’s recent efforts to create financial 
incentives for green building, including the 
Sustainable Building Tax Credit, Community 
Energy Efficiency Development Block 
Grants, and Energy Efficiency & Renewable 
Energy Bond Program are important 
components to expand on, particularly to 
assist with construction in higher-need, 
lower-resourced communities. New Mexico’s 
well-established programs for performance 
contracting may help in these instances, but 
it may cost public entities less in the long 
term to instead utilize the direct payment 
option to supplement project financing. 

•  Expanded technical assistance. Many 
states with strong financing and regulatory 
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frameworks fail to see widespread uptake 
of green energy incentives due in part to 
lack of state coordination and technical 
assistance. Many midsized and smaller 
school districts and smaller-scale public 
entities may lack the bandwidth and 
internal technical capacity to move large-
scale projects. State assistance here can 
help expand the number, scale and depth of 
energy-efficiency projects in New Mexico and 
assist the state in meeting its climate goals.  

•  An equity lens. Wealthier schools and public 
entities are better-resourced and -equipped 
to fund and plan a green energy transition. 
Some states with equity goals have allocated 
funds and assistance in ways to help address 
the chronic underfunding of schools and 
public facilities in our poorer communities.

•  Several states have created programs to spur 
replacing diesel buses with electric school 
buses, important not only for emissions 
reductions and long-term cost reduction, but 
also importantly for the harmful effects of 
exposure to diesel exhaust that our children 
face. In conjunction with its Alternative Fuels 
Program, New Mexico could create a school 
bus replacement program, following the lead 
of states like California, Maryland and Illinois.

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico should expand 
its focus on transitioning public buildings 
and its transportation fleet to green energy, 
with particular attention on the state’s role 
in providing technical assistance, thereby 
helping ensure that all public entities, 
including those least well-resourced, can 
take advantage of the opportunities to 
upgrade public infrastructure now. 

Supporting Early 
Childhood Education
Research shows learning does not begin 
in kindergarten; brain development is 
most rapid in the first years of life. Early 
childhood education is essential for building 
a foundation for future learning. Findings 
from the National Institute of Child Health 
and Human Development’s “NICHD Study 

of Early Child Care and Youth Development” 
demonstrated that children who were in high-
quality care from birth through 54 months 
scored higher in language, reading and math 
than their peers who were in consistently 
low-quality care.2 Those who attend pre-K 
do better in school, are less likely to need 
special education services or have to repeat 
a grade, and are more likely to graduate from 
college and maintain stable jobs and families.3 
Despite all the good that public spending on 
high-quality early learning can do, far too few 
children in New Mexico have access to it. 

As of 2021, only 34 percent of 4-year-olds 
and 8 percent of 3-year-olds were enrolled in 
New Mexico’s pre-K system.4 For that school 
year, the state spent about $92.7 million on 
preschools. If New Mexico were to double its 
investment, it could reach nearly all of New 
Mexico’s low-income 3- and 4-year-olds.5 
Still, more would be needed as the resources 
made available for infant and toddler child 
care in New Mexico seldom include essential 
wraparound services, like dental, vision and 
health screenings, or provisions schools 
need to meet advanced quality standards. 
New Mexico’s child care subsidy does not 
remotely cover the full cost of quality care.

BOTTOM LINE: During the 2022 election, 
voters approved an amendment that makes New 
Mexico the first state in the country to enshrine 
a right to early childhood education in its state 
constitution. Funding from the land grant 
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permanent fund will put the goal of universal 
access to early childhood education within 
reach, and lawmakers should build on these 
investments to extend wraparound services.

Professionalizing the Early 
Childhood Education Workforce
While a child’s interactions with parents and 
family members are the most crucial influences 
on a child’s early learning, caregivers and early 
educators, who may spend several thousand 
hours in a young child’s life, also play an essential 
role. The National Academy of Medicine points 
to the “linkages between the well-being of 
children from birth to age 8 and the well-being 
of adults who care for and educate them” to 
make the case for investing in the development 
of the early childhood education profession. In 
a 2017 paper, it declared: “Supporting a strong 
and fairly compensated workforce is critical to 
the future health and development of children.”6 

Quality early education depends on proper 
preparation, training, compensation and support 
for those who care for and teach our children. 
New Mexico should invest in programs to develop 
the knowledge and skills of early childhood 
educators in order to professionalize the early 
childhood education workforce. We need high 
standards for the profession to ensure early 
childhood educators can earn living wages 
and New Mexico’s children have access to a 
fully qualified and effective workforce. Right 
now, the average annual salary for a preschool 
teacher in New Mexico, regardless of setting, is 
$31,930, while the average annual salary for a 
kindergarten teacher in New Mexico is $58,720.7 

To manage the expansion of early childhood 
programs, the Legislature should continue to 
support the newly created state Early Childhood 
Education and Care Department to align and 
coordinate the agencies, systems and processes 
that support children. Research shows that 
we could see better outcomes and service 
delivery if all areas of government charged 
with early childhood programs worked more 
collaboratively. The Legislature could draw 
from states like Georgia, where there is a single 
department focused on early care and learning.8 

Finally, pre-K learning centers are not day care 
centers; they must be places where education 
professionals work with young learners to 
build a strong educational foundation to 
help them succeed in school and in life. The 
knowledge and skills of early childhood center 
leaders set the tone for the early childhood 
workplace. To be effective, early childhood 
programs need to be led by professionals who 
can both manage the day-to-day operations 
of the center and provide direction on early 
childhood development and learning. 

BOTTOM LINE: Legislators should commit 
to investing in New Mexico’s early childhood 
education workforce. To build a quality 
workforce of professionals, educators require 
access to affordable training, professional 
development opportunities and wages 
commensurate with their qualifications and 
responsibilities. Lawmakers can support the 
professionalization of the early childhood 
education workforce by creating and supporting 
a workforce board made up of educators and 
other stakeholders that would be charged 
with developing clearly defined training and 
competency standards as well as a professional 
career ladder. Lawmakers should also develop 
clear guidelines for early childhood centers 
that distinguish them from day cares, and 
they should require these centers to be led 
by administrators who have knowledge and 
expertise in early childhood education.

Investing in Community Schools
Community schools provide much-needed 
services to often underserved communities. 
Community schools are also an accepted 
turnaround model under Title I funding 
provisions. It is clear, based on research and 
the real experiences of our educators, that 
the state must address the needs of the whole 
child. No matter how rigorous the instruction, 
if a child has socio-emotional and physical/
mental health needs that are unmet, they will 
not be able to learn. Education researcher 
Linda Darling-Hammond argues that individual 
teachers may account for only about 7-10 
percent of overall achievement. Meanwhile, 
socio-economic status usually accounts for 
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50-60 percent, and other school and home 
factors can account for as much as 10-30 
percent. These factors can include challenges 
related to housing, nutrition, violence and 
gang-related activity, transportation, and 
a host of other obstacles that communities 
across the country are striving to overcome.9 

A community school isn’t just a center of 
education—it can become the new heart of the 
community. Community schools help create 
better conditions for both teaching and learning, 
and link medical, mental health and social 
services to children and their families. They 
focus on creating stable environments in which 
teachers can teach and students can live and 
learn. They’re places where teachers, families, 
community members and service providers 

can come together in 
coordinated, purposeful 
and results-focused 
partnerships. These 
schools are open outside 
the regular school day 
and offer programs and 
services such as day 
care, tutoring, after-
school programs, and 
adult education. Data 
consistently show 
that students who 
attend community 

schools, and who receive their services, 
supports and enrichments, have improved 
academic performance as well as increased 
motivation and engagement in learning.10 

Community schools are not a program—
they’re a strategy for doing schools differently. 
A community schools strategy organizes and 
engages a variety of stakeholders and resources 
to provide an array of opportunities and 
pathways to life success for students and their 
families alike. Most importantly, community 
schools prioritize equity, excellence and 
engagement—all key to educational success.

New Mexico’s community schools are relatively 
new, but there are several fully functioning 
community schools throughout the state 

through the ABC Community School Partnership 
and the Elev8 program. Expanding them to 
include 3- and 4-year-olds would be a bold step 
toward improving public education in the state.

BOTTOM LINE: During the 2022 legislative 
session, lawmakers maintained their 
investment in community schools for New 
Mexico. In order to maximize the benefits of 
early childhood programs, the state should 
continue to scale up support to fully implement 
the community school model for all early 
childhood programs and K-12 school settings. 

Supporting Parental 
Involvement in Schools
It takes a village to educate children, the entire 
community, working together: schools, teachers, 
paraprofessionals and school-related personnel, 
community organizations, faith-based 
organizations, parent organizations and families. 
AFT New Mexico has always worked with 
parents and parent organizations on behalf of 
our students, our schools and public education. 
While extremist politicians attempt to drive a 
wedge between parents and teachers by banning 
books and politicizing curriculum, we continue 
our advocacy for fully funded public schools 
staffed by educators who provide the essential 
knowledge and skills students need, and for 
community schools that wrap communities 
around schools to provide kids and their families 
with supports to ensure that teachers can focus 
on teaching and students can focus on their 
lessons. And we call on lawmakers to ensure all 
parents have time off during their workday to 
participate in their children’s school activities.

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico lawmakers, 
in addition to making the investments in 
our schools outlined throughout this report, 
should follow the lead of 11 other states and 
enact a law requiring employers to provide 
parents with annual leave to participate 
in children’s educational activities.11
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Supporting Learners
Providing Playtime for Pre-K 
through Elementary Students
Ongoing pressures to maximize classroom 
instruction time have resulted in a loss of recess 
time. This is unfortunate, as research suggests 
playtime is just as important as structured 
instruction for young children’s cognitive 
development. A 2016 study of Texas schools, 
for example, found that when kindergarten 
and first-grade students received additional 
time to play, their academic performance on 
reading and math increased significantly.12 
Other studies have found that playtime helps 
students develop an understanding of their 
emotions, thereby facilitating learning on how 
to become more emotionally self-regulating.13

In 2013, the American Academy of 
Pediatrics’ Council on School Health 
issued a statement emphasizing the 
importance of recess, explaining:

Recess serves as a necessary break from the 
rigors of concentrated, academic challenges 
in the classroom. But equally important is 
the fact that safe and well-supervised recess 
offers cognitive, social, emotional, and physical 
benefits that may not be fully appreciated 
when a decision is made to diminish it. 
Recess is unique from, and a complement to, 
physical education—not a substitute for it.14 

BOTTOM LINE: At least nine states have 
laws requiring recess: Arkansas, Connecticut, 
Florida, Missouri, New Jersey, Rhode Island, 
Virginia, and West Virginia require at least 20 
minutes of daily recess for elementary students, 
while Arizona mandates two recess periods 
throughout the day.15 Current regulations in New 
Mexico provide that the student lunch period 
be at least 30 minutes and lunch recess should 
not be counted as part of the instructional 
day. However, morning and afternoon recess 
are counted as a part of instructional time 
during the five and a half hours per day, or 
990 hours per year. New Mexico lawmakers 
should enact legislation to require a minimum 
of three recess periods for pre-K through 

elementary school students, with time in the 
morning, at lunch and in the afternoon.

Eliminating K-2 Testing
New Mexico’s K-2 assessment system, Istation, 
which puts early learners through online 
literacy tests, is sad evidence of this nation’s 
obsession with testing. The data attained from 
Istation testing are skewed to favor students 
who have greater proficiency with the test’s 
technical components. Too much time must be 
spent teaching kindergarten students computer 
skills in order to use the tests properly, like how 
to drag and drop, and the meaning of symbols 
represented on the screen for things like volume 
and sound, rendering the assessments unhelpful 
for informing instruction. Teachers should be 
given professional deference to use assessments 
that are developmentally appropriate and 
authentic, are based in observational data, 
and offer the kind of information that teachers 
and educational assistants can use to plan 
lessons and differentiate instruction. 

BOTTOM LINE: State lawmakers should 
remove the state-required Istation reading 
assessments for students in grades K-2.

Rethinking New Mexico’s Graduation 
Requirements with Equity in Mind
Overall, New Mexico’s high school course 
requirements do not serve the educational 
needs of all students. They also fail to prepare 
students for careers that exist today. Ideally, 
students should be able to choose their 
own pathways to graduation (much like we 
do in college) and align their coursework 
requirements with the 
skills and knowledge 
they’ve identified as 
necessary for success 
after high school. This 
means, for example, 
allowing students who 
plan to go into a technical 
field to replace some 
of the literature course 
requirements with a 
technical writing or 
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reading course. While 
there is a role for the 
New Mexico Public 
Education Department 
to play in developing 
some common course 
descriptions, districts 
should be allowed 
to amend or develop 
their own descriptions. 
This way, a student 
interested in a career 

in construction would be allowed to focus 
their attention on relevant math coursework, 
hands-on career and technical education 
electives, and business communication, 
and forgo an emphasis on less-relevant 
math, science and literary coursework.

High school graduation requirements should 
also be aligned with state industry partner 
needs. New Mexico boasts two of the nation’s 
largest labs, as well as technology companies 
like Intel. Students should have access to 
technology curriculum, so they leave high 
school prepared for the jobs that are currently 
in demand. Unfortunately, our classroom 
technology is severely outdated, and our 
state lacks infrastructure to provide reliable 
internet to many rural areas. State investments 
in classroom technology can go a long way 
in addressing the equity issues raised in the 
Yazzie/Martinez v. State of New Mexico lawsuit. 

Current graduation requirements have 
unfortunately forced districts to move to 
seven-period schedules. This limits student 
course options; for example, there is no 
room for a credit recovery option during 
the school year, and this most negatively 
impacts our poor and minority students. 
Seven-period schedules also result in larger 
homework loads, more stress and shorter 
class periods, while increasing the burden on 
teachers, who end up with larger class sizes 
and too many classes for which to prepare.

Finally, New Mexico’s high school graduation 
requirements also limit time available for 
elective coursework. A vibrant electives program 

is just as precious as core classes, and this must 
include career and technical education. Across 
the nation, when students are provided with 
choices over their coursework, student effort and 
learning improve.16 Electives can also serve as 
effective vehicles for core content learning.

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico should 
change the current high school graduation 
requirements to allow more flexibility in 
how students earn credit in different content 
areas. For example, the state should: 

•  Adjust the math credit requirement to three; 
adjust math courses to reflect real-life skills, 
allowing for flexibility to take a math-heavy 
path based on career choices; provide financial 
literacy, basic statistics, and data analysis 
course options; and offer math options related 
to CTE paths (e.g., math for construction 
careers tied in with building design) in place 
of the current Algebra 2 requirement. 

•  Allow for science elective classes 
for graduation credit. Culinary arts, 
astronomy and geology should count toward 
science graduation requirements. CTE classes 
and art classes, if structured appropriately, 
should overlap with science credits as well. 

•  Allow flexibility for English coursework, 
providing students with options like technical 
writing and CTE-specific English courses.

•  Allow for the replacement of fourth-year core 
subject requirements with a capstone project 
that fulfills requirements for all content areas.

Investing in K-12 Education
Schools and systems that work to build a 
positive and productive school culture attend 
to both the physical and intellectual needs of 
teachers and students. In well-funded schools, 
students’ basic needs, including safety and 
social-emotional health, are systemically 
addressed; up-to-date and appropriate 
materials for teaching and learning are 
provided; and students learn in environments 
that promote trust, respect, empowerment 
and a focus on continuous learning.
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Well-funded schools can meet the needs of 
the whole child, with robust curriculums 
available to all students, including those who 
come from our poorest communities, English 
language learners and children with special 
needs. New Mexico must invest to ensure 
all schools have fine arts and CTE classes 
for high school students. The state should 
ensure all schools have the resources and 
tools they need—like a well-stocked library 
and the latest in technology equipment—to 
implement a well-rounded curriculum. 

Well-funded schools, where teachers are 
adequately compensated and sufficiently 
supported, also can retain teachers more 
easily. According to Richard Ingersoll of the 
University of Pennsylvania, one of the most 
common reasons teachers give for leaving 
the profession is that they don’t have the 
essential resources and proper working 
environment to do their jobs well.17 

In recent sessions, New Mexico lawmakers 
have made significant new investments in our 
K-12 schools. In fact, the newest available data 
on per-pupil spending from the U.S. Census 
Bureau for the 50 states and Washington, D.C., 
showed that, even after adjusting for inflation, 
New Mexico had the largest one-year increase 
in spending (9.36 percent) between the 2019 
and 2020 school year.18 Still, because New 
Mexico had cut spending so significantly during 
the decade that followed the Great Recession, 
this increased investment had, as of 2020, only 
brought spending levels to just 1.35 percent 
above 2008 levels.19 More investment is needed 
because 2008 spending levels were already 
$462.8 million short of sufficiency, as affirmed 
by the recent Yazzie/Martinez ruling.20 

BOTTOM LINE: With the passage of 
Constitutional Amendment 1, additional 
funding will be available for our public schools. 
Earmarking a fair and equitable system of 
distribution for each district will ensure the 
money will always supplement, not supplant, 
current funding. New Mexico lawmakers must 
continue their efforts to raise per-student school 
funding to the levels required to provide every 

child with a sufficient education. Furthermore, 
funding levels should be evaluated and revised 
at least every five years. Per-student school 
funding levels, the foundation of the state 
equalization guarantee distribution, must 
be used with the number of students (times 
the weighted factor) as the multiplier. 

Attracting and Retaining 
the Educators Our Students 
Need and Deserve
The ability to attract and retain excellent 
educators is one of the most important drivers 
of a well-functioning education system—a 
system that must prepare diverse students 
with complex needs to participate in today’s 
knowledge-driven economy. We need a 
continuum of supports designed to attract 
teachers to our state and retain them. Based 
on research from world-class systems across 
the globe, AFT NM has proposed “A Systemic 
Approach to Attract and Retain High Quality 
Educators in New Mexico through a Continuum 
of Professional Support.” These ideas have been 
presented to the New Mexico Public Education 
Department, the state Legislature’s Legislative 
Finance Committee and Legislative Education 
Study Committee, and the Albuquerque Public 
Schools Board of Education. While legislators 
adopted many of our recommendations, 
some of the progress made was interrupted 
by the COVID-19 crisis and its subsequent 
impact on the state’s budget. Recruitment of 
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quality educators, nurses 
and support staff should 
be a goal of all education 
stakeholders. And, with 
as many as 50 percent 
of New Mexico’s current 
educational workforce 
eligible to retire within the 
next few years, retention 
of veteran educators 
must also be a priority.

BOTTOM LINE: Our policy recommendations 
include proposals that start with high school 
students, providing them with revitalized 
career and technical education programs 
including expanding Educators Rising 
and a “grow your own” program currently 
in many high schools across the state. 
The policy recommendations then follow 
future teachers to college and throughout 
their careers. The continuum includes:

•   Pre-service: A rigorous college preparation 
program with more clinical practice time and 
loan forgiveness for service.

•  Teacher residencies: A paid, alternative 
licensure route for pre- and post-baccalaureate 
students. 

•  Mentoring: Increased funding for beginning 
teacher mentoring, as per New Mexico state law.

•  Induction: Continued support in years 2-5,  
if needed.

•  Resources: Funding that is sufficient and 
consistent. 

•  Professional development: Site-based, job-
embedded and ongoing.

•  Teacher evaluation: Fair and informative 
teacher evaluations.

•  Career growth: An enriched statewide  
career ladder. 

Despite recent progress made in raising 
educator pay, an analysis by the Economic Policy 
Institute points to the still-present wage gap 
between teachers and their college-educated 
counterparts. In fact, New Mexico’s teacher 
wages lag 27.4 percent behind that of other 
college graduates.21 Lawmakers should provide 

districts with funding to raise educator salaries 
and flexibility in determining how state funding 
for educator raises should be allocated. To that 
end, New Mexico lawmakers should identify 
an “average” increase when enacting salary 
increases. And to address the wage compression 
that occurs when base salaries grow, lawmakers 
should also provide districts with consistent 
funding sufficient to allow for targeted 
compensation to those at the top of wage scales.     

Professional Collaborative Time
The average length of a U.S. teacher’s workday 
is 7.5 hours, and the typical amount of time 
allotted for planning is about 45 minutes 
per day. In this short time, teachers must 
grade student work, plan for future lessons, 
engage with families and complete necessary 
paperwork, leaving little to plan or collaborate 
with peers. Teachers in the United States spend 
far more time engaged in active instruction— 
27 hours teaching, out of 45 hours of work 
per week—compared with teachers in other 
high-performing countries. Educators in 
Singapore, for example, teach for only 17 hours 
per week, while educators in Finland teach for 
a total of 21 hours per week. These countries 
make time for planning and collaboration.22

Deep change happens when time is allocated 
so that educators may research, plan for and 
implement a more equitable, student-focused 
education system. Real change to our factory-
model system will require considerable 
collaborative time. With proper planning, 
collaboration time and self-selected professional 
learning opportunities, educators can bolster 
their skills and knowledge and pursue bold 
initiatives that will help all our kids thrive. 

BOTTOM LINE: While time in the classroom is 
critical for student success, teachers need time 
to collaborate, plan and reflect. Lawmakers can 
provide additional time for school-embedded 
professional development, collaboration, 
planning and preparation when making policy 
about instructional hours. At the same time, 
lawmakers should provide local flexibility in 
deciding how to implement instructional hours.  
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Supporting Culturally  
Responsive and Anti-Racist Work 
in New Mexico’s Classrooms
Anti-racism is the “active process of identifying 
and eliminating racism by changing systems, 
organizational structures, policies and practices 
and attitudes, so that power is redistributed 
and shared equitably.”23 Anti-racist work 
means acknowledging that racist beliefs 
and structures are pervasive in all aspects 
of our lives—from education to housing to 
climate change—and then actively doing work 
to tear down those beliefs and structures. 
Equitable education efforts intentionally 
replace the historically dominant narrative 
with culturally responsive teaching and 
curriculum that is inclusive of other racial 
groups’ history, contributions and insights. 

This anti-racism framework supports cultural 
responsiveness as a much deeper introspection 
of instructional practices, to ensure teachers 
are not simply teaching content but teaching 
students in ways that respect, promote and 
incorporate diverse ways of thinking, learning 
and communicating. As such, in all classrooms, 
we must support a critical and interdisciplinary 
study of race, ethnicity and indigeneity, with a 
focus on the experiences and perspectives of 
people of color, and address the social, economic 
and political ways in which identity-based 
systems of oppression and privilege connect.

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico’s lawmakers 
should support teachers who incorporate 
anti-racist lessons into their curriculums and 
who address issues of power and privilege 
embedded in our educational systems. 
Specifically, state legislators should protect 
teachers from threats of censorship or 
sanction for teaching the 1619 Project,24 or 
for teaching about the ways in which Black, 
Hispanic and Indigenous people have actively 
resisted their oppression, marginalization, 
and the manifestation of oppression through 
historic and existing institutional structures. 
New Mexico lawmakers should also empower 
educators to confront bigotry and racism by 

making grant funds available for teachers 
and school districts that seek to incorporate 
anti-racist lessons into their curriculum.

Creating a culturally responsive classroom also 
means supporting ethnic studies programs 
that embed educational practices that:

•  Situate each student’s family, 
community, knowledge and culture 
at the center of learning.

•  Utilize culturally relevant texts, focusing on 
the resiliency of marginalized communities 
(as opposed to victimization), and 
openly discussing issues of power and 
privilege as they relate to texts, historical 
events, current events, statistics, etc.

•  Include historically relevant ways of learning 
to meaningfully engage students (e.g., 
storytelling, call and response, cultural arts), 
incorporating historical and modern role 
models of otherwise marginalized people 
and issues in the American experience, and 
reframing dominant narratives about race, 
culture, language, sexuality, gender, etc., in 
order to center marginalized experiences 
(e.g., a story of a marginalized group 
should not be seen as an “addition” to a 
story, but rather, the marginalized story 
should be at the center of learning).

•  Develop students’ critical consciousness. 
The first step in this process is revisiting and 
reclaiming identity, and it also encompasses 
questioning objectivity and emphasizing 
principles of self-determination, social 



16  |  AFT New Mexico, 2023

justice, hope, equity, 
healing and love.
•  Create caring 

academic 
environments in 
which educators and 
students develop 
mutual respect and 
trust and realize 
the humanity in 
one another.

•  Engage in community responsiveness 
(e.g., youth participatory action research 
that allows students to become critical 
action researchers, develop empathy and 
understanding for themselves and others, 
and focus on improving social conditions 
for themselves and their communities).

•  Focus on intersectional justice by 
acknowledging social, educational, economic 
and political ways in which identity-based 
systems of oppression and privilege connect, 
overlap and influence one another.

An anti-racism framework also relies on 
instructional materials and fiction and nonfiction 
texts in which students in New Mexico can see 
themselves. Textbook companies do not typically 
provide anti-racist materials. And the materials 
that school districts purchase from the New 
Mexico Public Education Department’s approved 
list of textbooks doesn’t include rich literature 
in multiple languages from Black, Hispanic 
and Native authors or texts that challenge 
racism, shine a spotlight on systemic injustice, 
or correct a whitewashed historical narrative 
and offer a vision for a more equal future. 

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico legislators 
should amend the section of the public school 
code to expand the definition of “instructional 
material” to include “original source material 
from primary sources” and other “content 
resources.” This change would provide 
schools more flexibility in spending funds 
for instructional materials by eliminating the 
requirement that schools must use 50 percent 
of their annual instructional material allocations 
on materials from the state-approved list. 

Staffing Schools to Address the 
Needs of the Whole Child
The COVID-19 pandemic and its sudden 
shift to online learning underscored how 
critical children’s mental health is to their 
academic success. It also revealed our nation’s 
countrywide children’s mental health crisis. 
According to the Hopeful Futures Campaign,25 
children and youth are experiencing soaring 
rates of anxiety, depression, trauma, loneliness 
and thoughts of suicide. In New Mexico, 31,000 
children are suffering from major depression, 
and 18,000 of them are not receiving treatment. 

It cannot be overstated: Schools must be 
staffed to support the whole child. As Lisa 
Flook of the Learning Policy Institute explains, 
the “whole child” approach is essential to 
learning. It recognizes that both children’s 
health and their social and emotional well-
being influence brain development, and that 
“learning is social, emotional, and academic.”26

Our students are affected by chronic health 
conditions, physical and cognitive disabilities, 
poverty, housing and food insecurity, abuse 
and neglect. Staffing our schools for the whole 
child means that every preK-12 school has a 
specialized instructional support personnel 
(SISP) team—composed of licensed school 
social workers, licensed school psychologists, 
certified school counselors, licensed school 
nurses and other highly qualified personnel—
that works with teachers and parents to 
“address barriers to educational success, 
ensure positive conditions for learning, and 
help all students achieve academically and 
ultimately become productive citizens.”27

All schools should be staffed based on 
the following minimum ratios: 

Licensed school social workers have 
special expertise in understanding family and 
community systems and linking students and 
their families with community services essential 
to student success. They are assigned to special 
education work specifically with students who 
have an individualized education program 
to meet their identified needs. In building a 
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SISP team, based on recommendations by 
the National Association of Social Workers,28 
every school’s minimum staffing ratio of 
social workers to students should be 1-to-
250 for general education students and 
1-to-50 for students with intensive needs.

While the Hopeful Futures Campaign 
doesn’t examine staffing at the school 
level, it found that New Mexico falls 
significantly short of these ratios, with the 
equivalent of only one school social worker 
for every 945 students in the state.29

Licensed school psychologists apply expertise 
in mental health, learning and behavior to 
help children and youth succeed academically, 
socially, behaviorally and emotionally. School 
psychologists partner with families, teachers, 
school administrators and other professionals 
to help create safe, healthy and supportive 
learning environments that strengthen 
connections between the home, school and 
community. In building a SISP team, based on 
the National Association of School Psychologists 
practice model,30 every school should have a 
minimum staffing ratio of 1-to-500 for school 
psychologists to students. 

According to the Hopeful Futures Campaign, 
New Mexico has only one school psychologist 
for every 3,673 students in the state, 
which suggests that most schools in the 
state fall far short of this standard.31

Certified school counselors work directly 
with students and families to support 
mental wellness through classroom lessons 
for students, evidence-based small-group 
counseling, and individual counseling. 
Counselors also assist in the coordination of 
post-treatment plans for students and refer 
students for school- or community-based mental 
health support. In building a SISP team, based 
on recommendations by the American School 
Counselor Association,32 every school should 
start with the minimum school counselors-
to-students staffing ratio of 1-to-250.

The Hopeful Futures Campaign found 
that New Mexico falls short of this 
standard, with only one school counselor 
for every 473 students in the state.33

Licensed school nurses provide a 
comprehensive approach to preventing and 
addressing student health problems that may 
interfere with learning. The school nurse 
collaborates with school staff, students’ 
families and community members to keep 
students safe at school, healthy and ready to 
learn. In building a SISP team, based on the 
recommendations of the American Academy 
of Pediatrics,34 every school should start 
with at least one full-time licensed school 
nurse for each building. In addition, each 
secondary school should also be assigned one 
full-time health aide to work under the direct 
supervision of the licensed school nurse.

According to the Annual School Health Services 
Summary Report for the 2018-19 academic 
year, approximately 1 in 5 districts reported 
having less than one full-time school nurse.35 
A more recent Legislative Education Study 
Committee analysis identified at least 18 school 
districts lacking a full-time school nurse.36 
In 2021, state Sen. Liz Stefanics introduced 
Senate Bill 31, which requires each school 
district to employ a minimum of one full-time 
school nurse.37 In 2022, Stefanics introduced 
Senate Bill 58, a bill to appropriate $1 million 
from the state’s general fund to the Public 
Education Department to increase the number 
of school nurses.38 Neither bill advanced 
beyond the Senate Education Committee.

BOTTOM LINE: 
Students’ academic 
success is best achieved 
by having students’ basic 
physical and emotional 
needs adequately met. 
All schools should 
be staffed based on 
the minimum ratios 
outlined above. However, 
some children require 
more supports than 
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others, and the individual needs of each 
child must be considered when determining 
SISP staffing levels for schools. The National 
Association of School Psychologists outlines 
the steps school staff can use to complete 
an assessment that can be used to link 
SISP services to student needs. It suggests 
that schools conduct a needs assessment 
that considers the following factors:39

•  School demographics, including the number 
of students eligible for free or reduced-
price meals, receiving special education 
services or in at-risk populations. 

•  School climate, which can be assessed 
by surveys of students and faculty on 
the perceived safety and connectedness 
among students and staff. 

•  Student learning and achievement, 
including disaggregated data on 
assessments and teacher observations. 

•  Family and community engagement, 
including involvement from families and 
the community in school functions and 
decisions, as well as existing community 
partnerships. Such data should help schools 
determine the actual caseload and realistic 
workloads for full-time SISP teams. 

In addition, New Mexico should adopt 
standards, like those adopted in Texas, to reduce 
SISP time spent on “inappropriate” duties. 
The Texas law requires districts to adopt a 
policy requiring counselors to spend at least 
80 percent of total work time on duties that 
are components of the statutorily mandated 
counseling program. This would exclude time 
spent administering assessment instruments.40

Supporting Professional 
School-Related Personnel 

Early Education, K-12 and Higher 
Education Classified Staff
School support staff play valuable roles in early 
childhood, K-12 and higher education. They help 
create safe and welcoming school environments 
for students, deliver high-quality nutrition 
programs that help our kids succeed in classrooms 
and lecture halls, transport our students safely 
to and from school, and help struggling students 
learn to read. They are often the first school-
related adults students see in the morning and 
the last ones they see in the afternoon. School 
support staff are mentors, cheerleaders, doctors 
and confidants—and those are just their side jobs. 

Wages for these workers have fallen behind, and 
workers are now earning less than they were 
10 years ago. In order to attract highly qualified 
classified staff, we must raise wages. A full 40 
percent of classified K-12 and higher education 
employees qualify for state/government 
assistance, despite working full time.

Research shows there is a shortage of educational 
employees across the country and state, which 
includes educational assistants and other 
classified personnel who are integral to the 
delivery of education to New Mexico’s students 
at all levels. In New Mexico, while our vacancies 
are slowly decreasing, there is still a need for 
educators who work with high-need student 
populations. New Mexico schools should be 
“high road” model employers that support their 
workforce with wages that allow employees 
to meet their basic needs and that account for 
the benefits of their increased productivity. 
Higher wages are an investment that will help 
retain these workers for the long term. 

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico should provide a 
minimum wage of $25 per hour, adjusted annually 
for inflation, and a $5- to $6-per-hour longevity 
wage increase for all education employees 
(including transportation employees with private 
contractors). These additional increases would 
combat the salary compaction that occurred 
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during the administration of former Gov. Susana 
Martinez and improve retirement security by 
raising employer contributions to the New 
Mexico Educational Retirement plan. Lawmakers 
should also continue their efforts to lower 
premium costs for the lowest-paid employees 
by raising the income thresholds by $5,000 for 
each employer health plan contribution tier. 

Creating Career Pathways 
for Classified Staff
Classified school and university staff play an 
integral role in school success and are invaluable 
providers of student support. The demands 
placed on them are unique, and whether they 
are custodians, food service workers, secretaries 
or clerical workers, the knowledge they gain 
over time while working with students is 
incomparable to experience gained outside 
the school setting. Just like teachers—with 
experience and proper training—school support 
staff become experts in their fields, providing 

training and mentoring 
to less-experienced 
colleagues. States 
should invest in 
training and provide 
classified staff with 
career pathways 
that allow them to 
advance in their 
careers, developing 
into the experienced 
school professionals 
that students need. 

BOTTOM LINE: The New Mexico Legislature 
adopted House Joint Memorial 3 in 2020 
directing the Higher Education Department, 
the Public Education Department, and the 
Workforce Solutions Department to convene 
a working group to study the feasibility of 
developing a career pathway for classified 
staff.41 While the COVID-19 pandemic has 
delayed that working group from convening, 
lawmakers should provide guidance and 
resources to ensure this work moves forward.

Growing Our Own
When given the opportunity, many early 
educators and K-12 and higher education 
classified educational employees would 
pursue a lifetime career in the education 
profession. Research demonstrates that when 
educational assistants become teachers, 
they often stay in the education field for the 
remainder of their career. We should support 
professional development and opportunities for 
advancement in the education system, whether 
it is educational assistants who are empowered 
to take on additional responsibilities within 
their job site, or educational assistants who 
are encouraged to pursue licensure as a 
teacher. In both scenarios, a “grow your own” 
approach benefits New Mexico public schools 
and helps to alleviate the extreme levels of 
vacancies across all educational job categories.

BOTTOM LINE: During the 2019 legislative 
session, lawmakers created a Grow Your 
Own program that provides grants to 
schools to provide for paraprofessional 
career development. New Mexico lawmakers 
should expand on this program by providing 
sufficient funding to make it more widely 
available. New Mexico should also create 
a scholarship fund for educators in early 
childhood settings and classified educational 
employees in K-12 and higher education 
settings. Education is expensive, and as 
lower-wage workers, early education through 
higher education classified staff often cannot 
afford additional schooling without taking 
out risky loans and getting into deep debt. 

Providing Pay Differentials for Educational 
Assistants When Working as Substitutes
Educational assistants provide a vital role in 
classrooms, assisting with instruction and 
classroom management, providing personal 
support to students and teachers, and building 
strong relationships with parents in the course 
of their work. When there are not enough 
teachers, educational assistants are also called 
upon to serve as substitutes. New Mexico 
already has 571 teacher vacancies, and during 
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the COVID-19 pandemic, educational assistants 
are being asked to serve as substitutes 
even more frequently. As they take on more 
classroom duties in the absence of teachers, 
they are being cross-trained and are preparing 
lesson plans, yet they are taking on the role 
of substitute teachers without being properly 
compensated, often while working side by 
side with other higher-paid substitutes. 

BOTTOM LINE: Educational assistants should 
be provided a pay differential for work time 
spent serving as a classroom substitute.

Providing Safe and  
Secure Classrooms

Addressing Indoor Air Quality
Enhanced indoor ventilation and filtration 
is a key strategy for mitigating exposure to 
the COVID-19 virus in education settings. 
Unfortunately, as a 2017 literature review of the 
ventilation problem in schools found, ventilation 
rates in classrooms often fall far short of the 
minimum necessary for reducing indoor air 
pollutant concentrations.42 Well before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the review pointed to 
compelling evidence that the widespread under-
ventilation of classrooms has an adverse impact 
on student performance, attendance and health. 

Proper installation, operation and maintenance 
of HVAC systems is key to proper ventilation in 
classrooms, but existing HVAC systems often 
don’t function properly. One study of California 
schools found that about 85 percent of recently 
installed HVAC systems may not provide 
adequate ventilation.43 Extreme heat and cold 
temperatures brought on by climate change are 
also creating problems for schools. Schools with 
aging or poorly maintained HVAC systems, or 
no air conditioning at all, provide unsafe and 
unproductive learning environments.44 Students 
from low-income families, who are more likely 
to attend underfunded schools that are poorly 
insulated, have poorly functioning HVAC systems 
or lack air conditioning altogether, are at 
heightened risk for negative health outcomes.45 

A 2020 white paper by the UC Davis Energy 
and Efficiency Institute and the National 
Energy Management Institute outlines a 
proposal for a School Ventilation and Efficiency 
Verification and Repair Program that includes 
procedures for verifying that school facilities 
have functioning HVAC systems. This program 
recommends building operators assess, 
maintain, adjust and, if necessary, repair existing 
HVAC systems; prepare a HVAC Assessment 
Report documenting the work performed 
and any additional recommendations; and 
complete a HVAC Ventilation Verification Report 
that will be made available to the public.46 

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico should leverage 
the millions of federal dollars available to 
repair and upgrade school HVAC systems to 
improve both indoor air quality and energy 
efficiency. Lawmakers can follow the example 
of California,47 Connecticut,48 Nevada49 and 
New Jersey50 and enact legislation establishing 
requirements for testing of indoor air 
quality and repair of school HVAC systems, 
providing grant money to school districts 
to pay for the repair and replacement of 
HVAC systems where needed, and requiring 
work be performed by skilled, trained and 
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certified personnel. New Mexico legislators 
can improve on this legislation by: 

•  Including funding for the training of school-
based maintenance staff on HVAC systems. 

•  Establishing protocols for testing 
and remediation of nonmechanical 
ventilation elements. 

•  Requiring that the results of all indoor 
air quality tests be posted publicly 
and shared with unions representing 
school district employees. 

•  Directing the New Mexico Occupational Health 
and Safety Bureau to establish a standard for 
temperature and relative humidity ranges for 
all public schools that requires that boards of 
education take appropriate corrective actions. 

Addressing Student-Related Injuries
Paraprofessionals often operate at a heightened 
level of vigilance to guarantee their and their 
students’ safety and are required to intervene 
in situations where students and staff may 
be at risk of harm or injury. A study of 8,000 
school staff workers’ compensation claims 
in Minnesota found that special education 
assistants are most at risk for “student-related 
injuries” and have the highest rate of workers’ 
compensation claims (five for every 100 full-
time employees) for such injuries, compared 
with all other school personnel.51 Proper staffing 
and training, and appropriate workplace safety 
plans, are a must for school support staff. Our 
schools must remain safe and healthy places 
for students and staff to learn and work.

BOTTOM LINE:  
New Mexico legislators should act on leg-
islation introduced in 2019 that identified 
post-traumatic stress disorder as a condition 
covered under workers’ compensation.52 

Ensuring Safe Buses
New Mexico law requires school districts 
and private contractors that provide student 
transportation services to establish a system 
for replacement of school buses every 12 years.
School buses are the only form of mass transit 
in the United States where air conditioning is 
not mandatory. In communities like Las Cruces 
and Carlsbad, temperatures inside school buses 
during late spring and summer are generally 
10 degrees hotter than the ambient external 
temperature, even with windows and vents 
completely open. As the metal frame and body 
of the bus become hotter due to heat from the 
engine and exhaust, temperatures can climb 
to as high as 117 degrees. This puts students 
and operators at risk in two distinct ways:

Overly hot buses often cause exhaustion 
for young riders. Because of the extreme 
temperatures, students run the risk of 
heat-related illnesses, such as heat stroke, 
and that risk increases the longer they 
remain in a hot environment with no 
ability to find relief from the heat.

Prolonged exposure to the interior heat can 
cause feelings of lethargy and sleepiness 
in drivers and attendants. Both conditions 
impact their ability to make decisions, 
which can lead to slower reaction times 
and potential accidents. The symptoms 
of these conditions are often subtle.

While there is still no mandate that New 
Mexico’s school buses be equipped with 
air conditioning, in 2019, state lawmakers 
provided funding for air conditioning for all 
district-owned buses. However, this funding 
was not extended to private contractors that 
provide student transportation services. 
Many public school districts in New Mexico 
rely on these private contractors to transport 
students, and the lack of air conditioning 
on their buses continues to pose a health 
and safety risk for operators and riders.

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico should change 
the statute that makes air conditioning in 
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school buses optional, replacing it with 
language that mandates all new and existing 
buses be equipped with air conditioning. 
Additionally, the School Transportation Bureau 
should develop a list of buses that are aging 
out to prioritize fleet and district needs.

Funding to Ensure Every Bus with a Special 
Needs Student Has a Bus Attendant
School support staff members who are entrusted 
with managing transportation for students 
with special needs face several demands. They 
must operate special equipment, manage 
student behavior, administer healthcare (to the 
extent they are qualified), and serve as seating 
specialists in positioning and securing adaptive 
and assistive devices and occupants. Bus drivers 
by themselves cannot be expected to assist 
with student needs and manage the behavior 
of children while driving a bus. School bus 
attendants play a vital role in ensuring the safety 
of school bus passengers, along with other 
drivers and passengers on the road, by assuming 
primary responsibility for the supervision 
and safety of children in the school bus during 
transit. Right now, there is not enough funding 
to ensure that there is a bus attendant for every 
bus transporting a passenger with special needs.

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico should 
provide sufficient funding to ensure that 
there is a bus attendant for every bus 
with a rider who has special needs.

Providing a Librarian 
for Every School
An extensive body of research provides evidence 
that school libraries staffed by certified school 
librarians have a positive impact on student 
academic achievement.53 Librarians play a vital 
role in the teaching of reading and research, 
often working in collaboration with teachers to 
develop curriculum. In addition to the time they 
spend with students and teachers, librarians 
also manage the library itself, ensuring students 
have access to a safe and nurturing space before, 
during and after school where they can find 
help on homework or use technology to find 

information resources. 
Despite the important 
role of librarians, there 
has been a steady 
decline in the number 
of school districts 
with school librarians. 
A study released 
last year found that 
there were 26.9 
percent fewer school 
librarians in Pennsylvania during the 2018-
19 school year compared with the decade 
prior; the average rate of decline was 20 
percent nationally. Generally, smaller rural 
districts and those with higher proportions 
of English language learners and low-income 
students are most likely to lack a librarian.54

BOTTOM LINE: State lawmakers should 
require that every school has a library that 
is staffed with at least one full-time certified 
librarian, and they should provide districts 
with sufficient funding to achieve this goal.

Investing in Higher Education
New Mexico has made significant investments 
in its higher education system. State support 
has increased by 31.7 percent since 2016 
after adjusting for inflation, and tuition costs 
are among the lowest for any state.55 And the 
Opportunity Scholarship Act will put a college 
education within reach of every New Mexican. 
However, decades of underinvestment have 
resulted in an over-reliance on low-paid adjunct 
faculty who don’t have benefits; nationally, 
adjunct faculty represent 60 percent of the 
faculty body at public institutions.56 This reliance 
on adjunct faculty means students may be not 
getting all the supports they need to succeed.

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico’s lawmakers 
will need to increase and sustain their 
investment in higher education to achieve the 
state’s goal of having 66 percent of residents 
earn a postsecondary degree by 2030, and to 
raise standards for the faculty we rely on to 
provide students with a quality education. 
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Supporting Higher Education 
Faculty and Staff
In its foundational statement on academic 
freedom, the American Association of University 
Professors points out: “The common good 
depends upon the free search for truth and its 
free exposition.” Likewise, the AFT has long 
held that “the free exchange of ideas on campus 
is essential to a good education.” According 
to the AFT’s statement on academic freedom, 
“Specifically, academic freedom refers to 
the right of faculty members, acting both as 
individuals and as a collective, to determine 
without outside interference: (1) the college 
curriculum; (2) course content; (3) teaching; 
(4) student evaluation; and (5) the conduct of 
scholarly inquiry. … Academic freedom ensures 
that colleges and universities are ‘safe havens’ 
for inquiry, places where students and scholars 
can challenge the conventional wisdom of 
any field—art, science, politics or others.”57

Tenure is an important safeguard for academic 
freedom, ensuring faculty are provided 
with due process so they can “do their work 
without being subject to removal because 
of shifts in the political winds, institutional 
favoritism, or for crossing the ‘wrong’ 
student, trustee, colleague or supervisor.”58

“Tenure promotes accountability and quality 
in higher education. It ensures that the 
institution’s curriculum, teaching, research 
and other academic programs will be framed 

and developed by trained and motivated 
professionals who possess a deep, lasting 
commitment to the institution. It gives 
faculty the independence to speak out about 
contentious matters and to challenge the 
administration on issues of new curriculum and 
quality without putting their jobs on the line.” 59

In well-functioning colleges and universities, 
educators are partners with administrators 
in the process known as shared governance, 
where both parties share decision-making on 
budgets, hiring and discipline, curriculum, 
and academic standards. Academic freedom 
relies on the presumption that educators 
themselves are professionals who have 
been trained to make, communicate and 
carry out decisions concerning instruction, 
research and questions facing our society. 
Peer review and administrative authority 
act as checks and balances, making shared 
governance work for the common good.

Creating a Higher Education Personnel Act
New Mexico legislators should pass a Higher 
Education Personnel Act that supports academic 
freedom, faculty voice in their instruction 
decisions, and a set of basic rights for all higher 
education faculty. All faculty, including full-
time tenured, adjunct and nontenured faculty, 
should have just-cause protections, with an 
appeals process that includes panels made 
of faculty peers. The K-12 Personnel Act can 
serve as a model for higher education, with 
job protections and standards for educators 
enshrined in state law. For example, under 
existing K-12 law, school employees are 
required to provide employees with written 
notice of unsatisfactory work performance and 
a corrective action plan to improve employee 
performance.60 Similarly, K-12 employees will 
receive backpay if their termination is reversed 
on appeal.61 These rights should be extended 
to full-time tenured, nontenured and adjunct 
faculty in a Higher Education Personnel Act.

Supporting Full-Time Tenured Faculty
Across the country, there is evidence that 
faculty, even those who are full-time and 
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tenured, are leaving their jobs at increasingly 
higher rates.62 According to one faculty survey, 
professors are leaving their jobs due to their 
institutions’ pandemic response, additional 
job responsibilities outside the core functions 
of teaching and research, unsustainable 
workloads, toxic work cultures, and other 
aspects of the job that contribute to burnout.63 

A Higher Education Personnel Act could address 
some of these working conditions by allowing 
greater faculty voice in tenure and sabbatical 
decisions. With regard to tenure rights, the 
act could ensure that tenure review panels 
consist of faculty peers when removal of tenure 
or tenure-track status is being considered, 
and that the process for tenure review would 
involve the exclusive bargaining agent. The 
K-12 Personnel Act provides sabbatical leave 
for educators, and the same right should 
be extended to higher education faculty.

Supporting Nontenured 
and Adjunct Faculty
All members of a school’s faculty, including 
nontenured and adjunct members, should be 
treated with fairness and respect. However, 
according to a national survey of adjunct 
faculty conducted by the American Federation 
of Teachers, a quarter of adjunct faculty make 
less than $25,000 a year (below the federal 
poverty guideline for a family of four), and 
nearly 40 percent of adjunct faculty members 
rely on public assistance.64 Here in New Mexico, 
there are adjunct faculty at University of 
New Mexico campuses who make as little as 
$2,200 to teach three-credit courses. This is 
significant, as three-quarters of college faculty 
in the nation are contingent faculty—that is, 
part-time/adjunct faculty or full-time temps. 
Not only do they receive low pay and no 
benefits, they also struggle with unpredictable 
workloads. Research has demonstrated that 
better support for contingent faculty has a 
positive impact on student success.65 New 
Mexico lawmakers can help increase the quality 
of public higher education by taking steps 
to support contingent faculty and stabilize 
the instructional corps at state schools.

 A Higher Education Personnel Act could  
support adjuncts by:

•  Adopting a minimum salary of $52,000 per 
year for faculty teaching a full-time course 
load. This annual minimum would be prorated 
for staff with a less-than-full-time course load. 

•  Establishing an adjunct and nontenured faculty 
preference for full-time faculty job vacancies.

•  Making it easier for adjunct staff to access 
unemployment benefits for periods of 
unemployment between semesters. 

Creating a Public Service Loan Forgiveness 
multiplier for adjuncts similar to California,66 
Oregon,67 Washington68 and New York,69 
where public institutions include preparation 
time and office hours when calculating 
weekly hours worked for PSLF eligibility. 
Colleges and other public employers should 
also aim to give employees annual notice 
of renewal and a copy of the employment 
certification form with the employer portion 
already completed, so staff are aware of 
their eligibility and have the documentation 
they need to submit proof of public service 
employment to the Department of Education.

Supporting College and 
University Support Staff
In a 2022 survey of higher education staff, 
more than half of respondents are considering 
leaving their jobs within the next year.70 
Higher education support staff are those who 
hold administrative, janitorial, food service 
and other nonteaching roles on campus, and 
according to a Washington Post analysis, 
higher education staff suffered the largest 
and most consistent job losses on campuses 
during the pandemic.71 A Higher Education 
Personnel Act can build on job protections 
that are given to K-12 support staff by: 

• Raising the minimum wage to $25 per hour.
• Extending just-cause and arbitration rights.
•  Providing the right to appeal employment 

termination before an independent 
arbitrator and ensuring that employer 
has the burden of proof. 
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•  Expanding the right to backpay if 
termination is reversed on appeal.

In addition to ensuring these protections for 
higher education faculty and staff, access to 
unemployment benefits, healthcare, retirement 
benefits and sick leave remain a priority 
for nontenured and adjunct faculty along 
with campus support staff. Including these 
provisions in a Higher Education Personnel 
Act could improve employee quality of life 
and make life less precarious for workers.

Supporting Healthcare 
Workers and Their Patients
Quality patient care begins with a well-
staffed, stable workforce of nurses and health 
professionals. Numerous studies have shown 
a strong connection between higher levels of 
nurse staffing and improved patient outcomes 
and lower mortality rates.72 73 Conversely, lower 
registered nurse staffing levels have been shown 
to undermine patient safety in hospitals.74 
As just one example, each additional patient 
added to an average medical-surgical nurse’s 
workload increased the 30-day mortality risk 
by 16 percent for every Medicare patient.75

Addressing inadequate staffing in the healthcare 
workforce is a central policy challenge New 
Mexico must address. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has exacerbated an existing staffing crisis in our 
hospitals. Since the beginning of the pandemic, 
nearly 1 in 5 healthcare workers quit their jobs, 
and for those who stayed, nearly a third have 
considered leaving the workforce,76 with a quarter 
of the healthcare workforce showing signs of 
PTSD in May 2020.77 Relatedly, the total number 
of RNs in the workforce declined significantly 
between 2020 and 2021, hitting early- and 
midcareer professionals especially hard.78 

When states have taken decisive action to 
address staffing, as happened in California, 
workforce conditions improve and patients 
benefit: Two-thirds of California staff nurses 
said the state’s staffing law makes them more 
likely to stay at their jobs, and 74 percent said it 
has improved the quality of care in the state.79 

Safe Staffing in Hospitals
California’s staffing standard is a model for 
state action to ensure safe patient care and 
better working conditions for nurses. The 
California standard requires that hospital 
units be staffed based on individual patient 
need, and in accordance with minimum RN-
to-patient staffing ratios.80 For example, in 
the emergency department, the safe-staffing 
standard would require that each nurse be 
assigned no more than four patients at a time, 
with some nurses having fewer patients if there 
were patients in need of more intensive care. 
Staffing standards give hospital administrators 
and healthcare workers a shared, unambiguous, 
measurable standard, and when these 
standards are set by law, violations can be 
addressed by government enforcement.

Many states require hospitals to create staffing 
committees with robust healthcare worker 
input, charged with creating staffing plans 
to meet the unique needs of each individual 
hospital unit. In most of these states, direct 
care nurses account for at least half of the 
members of staffing committees and are 
chosen by their peers. When combined 
with minimum staffing ratios, as they are 
in California, these committees can ensure 
staffing levels are customized, recommending 
higher-than-minimum levels in units with 
greater patient acuity and needs. In states 
with staffing committees but not required 
minimum safe-staffing standards, many 
committee structures lack effective enforcement 
mechanisms and are insufficient alone to 
address chronic understaffing in our hospitals. 

Public reporting of hospital staffing-level data 
is a third approach to create transparency 
that can assist policymakers in developing 
effective solutions. In addition to creating 
transparency and accountability for hospitals, 
it also can assist patients in making informed 
choices about their medical care. 

However, it should be noted that one recent 
study evaluated the effectiveness of these 
three state policy approaches and found that 
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only states that set minimum safe-staffing 
standards were correlated with increased 
nurse staffing levels.81 The other approaches, 
while helpful, especially in tandem with 
minimum safe-staffing standards, may 
not directly improve staffing alone.

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico should enact 
a safe-staffing standard that requires staffing 
based on a patient classification/acuity system 
and minimum nurse-to-patient ratios. New 
Mexico could follow the California example 
and direct its Department of Health to develop 
ratios through input from frontline nurses 
and healthcare workers and their unions, 
along with regulations for implementing 
the law.82 The standard should also provide 
for mandatory RN Staffing and Patient 
Classification Committees, with at least 50 
percent representation by frontline RNs, 
that meet at least quarterly to review patient 
classification systems and staffing plans.   

Recruiting and Retaining Nurses
New Mexico should join other states that have 
passed legislation aimed at recruiting and retain-
ing a stable nurse workforce in their states. States 
are considering various approaches to bolster 
their healthcare workforce. In Oregon, for exam-
ple, legislators passed the Nursing Workforce 
Omnibus Bill in 2022, creating a nurse internship 
license to augment the workforce and offer prac-
tical experiences for nursing students.83 New York 
considered a bill in 2022 to provide hazard pay to 
nurses who worked during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, and to establish an annual tax credit for 
nurses, a student loan forgiveness program and 

preferential school ad-
mission.84 Alaska legis-
lators, meanwhile, con-
sidered a bill to provide 
free or reduced tuition 
for essential workers, 
including nurses, who 
attend state-supported 
postsecondary educa-
tional institutions.85

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico should invest 
in a stable, well-trained healthcare work 
force by pursuing policy solutions that reduce 
the cost of education for nurses, expand 
access to education, particularly for our 
underrepresented and native communities, 
and create a more streamlined pipeline for 
nurses to enter and stay in the profession.

Addressing Workplace Violence
Healthcare workers were four times more likely 
to experience incidents of serious workplace 
violence than the rest of the private sector labor 
force.86 Between 2008 and 2018, the rate of 
violent injuries grew by 143 percent in hospitals 
and 151 percent in social services settings.87 
Homicides nearly doubled for healthcare and 
social assistance workers in the last two years.88 

Statistics like these show the need for policy 
solutions to address workplace violence in 
our hospitals and health facilities. While in 
2006 New Mexico made assault and battery 
against healthcare workers felony offenses, 
there is little evidence that criminalizing 
workplace violence effectively reduces it. In 
contrast, however, research has shown that 
workplace violence prevention programs can 
reduce the number and severity of assaults.89 
Absent federal action to pass legislation 
directing OSHA to develop a workplace violence 
prevention standard, states are stepping up 
to implement many of these same ideas.

In 2022 alone, both Arizona90 and Maryland91 
passed legislation requiring hospitals to 
develop workplace violence prevention plans 
and protecting employees from retaliation 
for reporting violent incidents on the job. 
Several other states introduced similar 
legislation in 2022, including Pennsylvania, 
Massachusetts and West Virginia. 

Other states are approaching the problem 
differently. A recent Montana bill would 
have required employers to develop and 
systematically track reports of violence 
against healthcare workers,92 and a 2022 
New York bill would have required that 
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nurses can be alone with patients only if 
they are in earshot of other workers or 
have a tracking/communication device.93

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico should 
adopt legislation requiring hospitals to 
develop workplace violence prevention 
plans, like Maryland and Arizona.

Mandatory Overtime
Nurses and other healthcare workers 
frequently are forced to work past the end 
of their regularly scheduled shifts, which 
may be as long as 12 hours. This unexpected 
overtime may result from an emergency but 
often happens when employers choose to 
fill scheduling gaps by forcing employees to 
work overtime rather than hiring more staff. 

Long hours—especially longer-than-expected 
hours—are not only damaging to the health 
and well-being of those at work, but also can 
lead to medical errors and unsafe care. One 
study found critical care nurses working 12.5 
consecutive hours or longer had nearly double 
the risk of making an error.94 In a survey of 
Milwaukee nurses, 42 percent reported being 
forced to work overtime at least once a month; 
96 percent said the quality of patient care 
suffered when nurses were forced to work 
overtime; and 43 percent reported they were 
personally aware of errors that occurred as a 
result of nurse fatigue.95 Troubling statistics 
like these prompted the Institute of Medicine 
to recommend that nurses work no more 
than 12 hours in a 24-hour period and no 
more than 60 hours in a seven-day period.96

At least 18 states have taken steps to curtail 
or prohibit mandatory overtime in the 
healthcare industry. Oregon nurses, for 
example, cannot work more than 48 hours in 
a week or longer than 12 consecutive hours 
in a day. New Jersey prohibits employers 
from requiring nurses to work more than 
their mutually agreed-upon and regularly 
scheduled shift. Mandatory overtime rules 
generally do not prevent nurses from choosing 
to work additional hours, but they do prohibit 
employers from requiring them to do so and 

in some cases also protect employees from 
discipline or retaliation for refusing overtime.

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico should ban 
mandatory overtime in the healthcare 
industry and should include protections 
from retaliation for healthcare workers who 
refuse to work additional hours or shifts. 

Easing the Debt Burden for New 
Mexico’s K-12, Higher Education 
and Healthcare Workers 

Student Loan Bill of Rights
Student debt is an anchor weighing down the 
economic aspirations of college graduates. 
Nationally, total student debt has ballooned to 
almost $1.6 trillion.97 In New Mexico, 45 percent 
of college graduates in 2020 had student loan 
debt, and their average student debt was 
$20,868.98 While the average student debt 
burden for graduates in 2020 was the second-
lowest for all U.S. states, New Mexicans now 
owe more than $6.8 billion in student debt. Of 
all student loan borrowers, more than 1 out of 
every 5 are severely delinquent on their debt, 
and nearly a quarter of all borrowers living in 
rural New Mexico are severely delinquent. New 
Mexico ranks eighth among the states with 
the highest percentage of delinquent debt.99

Unlike with other types of consumer debt, 
borrowers of student loans have limited 
options for refinancing or discharging their 
debt. Borrowers must also navigate a confusing 



30  |  AFT New Mexico, 2023

student loan payment system where it is not 
always clear what entity is servicing their 
debt, as borrowers receive little information 
about how their debt may be transferred from 
one financial institution to another. There are 
also chronic, deep problems with predatory 
student loan servicers, and because of a lack 
of federal oversight, student loan borrowers 
have limited protections. Borrowers have 
been harmed by student loan servicers who 
misled them or steered them away from relief 
programs like income-driven repayment.

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico’s lawmakers 
should follow the example of other states 
and adopt a Student Loan Bill of Rights that 
requires licensing and oversight of student loan 
servicers in order to end the worst abuses. 

Debt Cancellation and Loan Forgiveness
Education and healthcare are public services 
that our community depends on, but the cost of 
earning a professional degree to serve in these 
fields can be a barrier to entry, and the debt 
burdens carried after college completion can 
contribute to high turnover rates. State-based 
loan forgiveness programs aid in recruitment to 
ease staffing shortages, provide greater access 
to career entry for underrepresented racial 
and ethnic groups, and promote retention.

New Mexico has the ability to effectively cancel 
student debt in the state by adopting policies 
that stop collection on any loans created under 
the 1965 Federal Family Education Loan 
Program. Lawmakers can also create loan 
forgiveness programs like New York’s Get on 

Your Feet program, 
implemented in New 
York, which aims to 
incentivize college 
graduates to live 
and work in-state by 
helping new in-state 
high school and college 
graduates pay their 
student loans for their 
first two years out of 
college on income-
driven repayment 

plans.100 The Washington State Health Loan 
Repayment Program helps the state attract 
and retain licensed health professionals to 
serve in critical shortage areas by providing 
educational loan repayment assistance.101

BOTTOM LINE: State lawmakers 
should explore the creation of an 
education and health profession loan 
repayment program for professionals who 
commit to working in New Mexico.

Automating Public Service 
Loan Forgiveness
The federal Public Service Loan Forgiveness 
program was designed to incentivize college 
graduates to enter public service careers, 
offering them full student loan forgiveness 
after making 10 years of loan payments 
while working full time for public service 
employers. Unfortunately, the PSLF program 
was implemented poorly, with student loan 
servicers consistently failing to provide 
borrowers with information to help them 
qualify, leading to the program’s notorious 98 
percent denial rate after its first 10 years.102 
Recent changes by the Biden administration 
effectively streamline the program and 
fix some of its most glaring problems. 

Many borrowers have been denied PSLF 
because of technicalities, such as an employer 
failing to check the box on a PSLF form 
indicating that the borrower is a current 
employee, missing employer information, 
or difficulty collecting PSLF forms from all 
employers (in the case of employees who 
change employers, or employees who work at 
multiple qualifying part-time jobs). No public 
service worker should be denied access to the 
PSLF program because of clerical errors. 

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico should assist 
student loan borrowers in qualifying for 
PSLF by taking steps to “automate” the PSLF 
process, as some states did in 2022. New 
Mexico should require all qualifying public 
service employers to notify employees of 
that they are a qualifying PSLF employer 
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and provide employees with pre-populated 
PSLF forms annually and upon separation, 
documenting their qualifying employment.  

Protecting New Mexican 
Workers’ Right to Organize 
Earlier this year, Cornell University researcher 
Kate Bronfenbrenner testified to Congress 
about private sector management’s anti-
union campaigning.103 She found that 87 
percent of the time, management mounts a 
campaign to try to defeat the union organizing 
drive. Most (74 percent) of these campaigns 
hire an anti-union management consultant. 
Many (45 percent) threaten to shut down the 
firm in response to unionization. Many (30 
percent) threaten to cut wages. But the most 
frequently used tactic is the captive audience 
meeting. It is used in 85 percent of anti-union 
campaigns. We’ve seen that in coverage of 
union busting at Starbucks and Amazon.104  

Jennifer Abruzzo, the general counsel of the 
National Labor Relations Board, has written a 
memo making the case that captive audience 
meetings “inherently involve an unlawful threat 
that employees will be disciplined or suffer 
other reprisals if they exercise their protected 
right not to listen to such speech.”105 The memo 
argues that tolerance of captive audience 
meetings by the NLRB violates fundamental 
labor law principles, statutory language, and 
the NLRB’s congressional mandate. While 
counsel has made this recommendation 
to the board, the board has yet to act. 

In 2022, the Connecticut state Legislature passed 
a bill that prevents management from compelling 
workers to attend meetings about political or 
religious matters, with political matters including 
issues related to decisions to join “political, civic, 
community, fraternal, or labor organizations.”106 
This followed several years of activism by AFT 
Connecticut, the Connecticut AFL-CIO and other 
unions. Experts testified that this legislation is not 
pre-empted by the National Labor Relations Act 
and that it protects workers’ First Amendment 
rights without violating management’s.107 Oregon 
has had a similar statute for several years.108  

BOTTOM LINE: Lawmakers should follow 
the Connecticut example and enact legislation 
to prevent management from compelling 
workers to attend meetings that only seek 
to discourage union participation. 

Addressing Gun Violence
The New Mexico Legislature, in 2020, adopted 
the state’s red flag gun law, the Extreme Risk 
Firearm Protection Order Act. This was in direct 
response to the tragic killing of 23 people at a 
Walmart in El Paso, Texas, in 2019 and, more 
broadly, in response to the problems of gun 
violence. In the time since then, the threat 
of gun violence has continued to be a grave 
concern. There have been more threats against 
schools in the past year, and gun-related deaths 
have risen steadily over the past decade.109    

The evidence is that red flag laws help. 
Research from Connecticut and Indiana 
suggests that their laws lowered the rate 
of firearm suicides by 7.5 and 13.7 percent 
respectively.110 Other Connecticut researchers 
estimate that for every 11 cases of a firearm 
seizure for potential suicide, one actual 
suicide is averted.111 Researchers in California 
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examined a sample of 159 cases from 2016 
to 2019. It is impossible to prove that a 
mass shooting would have occurred absent 
these actions, but there were 21 instances 
where a firearm was taken from someone 
whose condition, behaviors or statements 
raised concerns about mass shootings.112  

Data collected by Everytown for Gun Safety 
suggests that extreme risk protection orders 
were used more than 14,000 times nationally 
between 2019 and 2021.113 As of this summer, 
New Mexico’s red flag law was used just nine 
times; law enforcement officers need to be 
better educated about the law to implement 
it, and some sheriffs may allow policy 
disagreements to affect their work.114 New 
Mexico isn’t unique in this regard. In Colorado, 

the rate of filings is 
lower in counties that 
declared themselves 
“Second Amendment 
sanctuaries.”115 Survey 
research indicates 
that self-identified 
“conservative” police 
officers are less willing 
to use the process as 
well.116 But this means 
that the protection 
of the law is not 
available to everyone. 

BOTTOM LINE: To make our law more 
effective, Gov. Lujan Grisham has suggested 
that families should, in cases where domestic 
violence is an issue, be able to petition the court. 
Building on this logic, there are three additional 
changes the Legislature should consider: giving 
school officials the power to initiate the process, 
as California, Hawaii and New York have done;117 
giving licensed healthcare providers that power 
as when patients appear to pose a danger, as 
New York, Maryland and the District of Columbia 
have done; and requiring law enforcement 
follow through on the red flag process, as New 
York has done.118 Where the process is initiated 
by school officials or healthcare providers, a 
hearing is held before a judge to decide whether 
weapons will be removed from an individual. 

Addressing the High Cost  
of Healthcare
In a 2022 survey of New Mexicans conducted 
for the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and 
NM Together for Healthcare, 65 percent New 
Mexicans expressed doubts that they could 
pay for typical healthcare services. More than 
one-half said they had sacrificed medical 
services in the past two years because of cost, 
about one-third said they have skipped dental 
care or delayed a doctor visit or procedure, 
and one-quarter said they have avoided a 
doctor visit or procedure altogether. Four in 10 
New Mexicans said they have faced financial 
hardship as a result of medical bills.119 

The United States remains the only 
industrialized country without a universal 
healthcare system, despite spending the most 
on healthcare among developed nations. 
Americans pay more than twice as much as 
people in other developed countries on total 
healthcare spending and prescription drugs. 
Lawmakers should take action to help New 
Mexicans who struggle with high out-of-
pocket costs and deceptive billing practices, 
for whom healthcare is effectively out of reach.

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico’s lawmakers can 
address the high cost of healthcare by enacting 
legislation that limits the growth of for-profit 
hospitals; bans or limits the growth of private 
equity ownership of hospitals, physician 
practices and other providers; restricts 
the further consolidation and privatization 
of hospitals and healthcare systems; and 
enforces the community benefit standard for 
nonprofits so that it means something—or 
the lawmakers should review the charitable 
status of nonprofit hospitals so they pay 
taxes to support public infrastructure. 

Lawmakers can also support legislation being 
advanced by Health Action New Mexico to create 
a Prescription Drug Affordability Board. The 
board would be an independent body with the 
authority to evaluate high-cost drugs and set 
reasonable rates for consumers to pay. It would 
consider a broad range of economic factors 
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when setting appropriate payment rates for 
reviewed drugs, and once a fair payment rate 
is determined, the board would set an upper 
payment limit that applies to all purchasers 
and payer reimbursements in New Mexico, 
ensuring that lower costs benefit consumers.

Managing Risk in Our Pensions
Investment earnings make up 59 percent of the 
New Mexico Educational Retirement Board’s 
funding stream, far outpacing both employer 
and employee contributions combined.120 
This fact makes managing the risk exposure 
of our pension assets critically important 
for our pension’s long-term security and 
sustainability. Many investors have focused 
in recent years on unpacking the previously 
hidden risk exposure our pensions have had 
to key environmental, social and governance-
related risks, commonly known as ESG. There 
are at least two such risks legislators could 
address through effective state policy. 

First, there is an important and growing 
body of research indicating that corporate 
board diversity helps company financial 
performance121 and that racial bias negatively 
affects investment decisions of asset allocators 
with negative consequences for our funds.122 In 
one study, companies with the greatest C-suite 
diversity were 36 percent more profitable.123 
Another found that corporations with the most 
racially and ethnically diverse boards were 35 
percent more likely to have financial returns 
outpacing their national industry median, 
while the outperformance was 15 percent for 
companies with gender-diverse boards.124 

Many states have moved to introduce or 
pass legislation125 regarding corporate board 
diversity, including Illinois, which requires 
companies to self-identify corporate board 
members’ gender and race/ethnicity,126 and 
California, which took a more prescriptive 
approach, requiring corporations headquartered 
in the state to have gender127 and racial/ethnic 
diversity on their boards.128 Additionally, 
Illinois state law129 requires pension funds to 
prioritize diversity among their asset managers, 

with mandated annual reports to the governor 
and the General Assembly on asset manager 
diversity and setting quantitative goals for 
funds’ use of diverse asset managers. 

Second, as climate change reshapes our world, 
the assets our pension funds manage are 
exposed to considerable financial risks. Are our 
funds’ real estate portfolios heavily invested 
in coastal properties that are most susceptible 
to sea level rise? Does our fund’s real asset 
allocation include timber at risk of escalating 
forest fires in the West? Are our oil and gas 
investments at risk of holding stranded assets 
as our economies shift? To manage these risks 
effectively, we must be able to measure them, 
which is to say that funds must understand 
where risks lie, how they may impact fund 
performance in the short and longer term, and 
what steps can be taken to address them.

Maryland offers one example of recent state 
action to address climate risk. Maryland passed 
legislation130 in 2022 requiring the pension 
fund to address climate risk management in 
its investment policy and to report annually on 
the level of climate risk across its investment 
portfolio. This annual reporting requires 
funds to evaluate climate risks and make 
informed investment decisions based on the 
report, but it does not require them to act.

BOTTOM LINE: New Mexico should 
adopt state policy requiring pension funds 
to measure their climate risk exposure, 
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follow the example of many other states 
in requiring corporate boards to disclose 
diversity, and encourage its pension funds to 
prioritize diversity in asset management.

Taxing Those Most Able to  
Pay to Support Public Services 
This policy book lays out a vision for New 
Mexico that includes universal access to an 
early childhood education; an equitable, 
student-focused K-12 education system that 
helps every child succeed and achieve; free 
college with 66 percent of residents earning 
a postsecondary degree by 2030; and high-
quality, affordable healthcare services that every 
New Mexican can access without incurring 
medical debt. This vision also ensures that the 
educators, K-12 and higher education support 
staff, and healthcare professionals who deliver 
these services are paid a family-supporting 
wage with access to affordable healthcare 
and a secure retirement. This is a vision for 
a New Mexico where everyone can thrive. 

Recent voter approval of a constitutional 
amendment requiring that 1.25 percent of the 
Land Grant Permanent Fund be withdrawn 
annually to fund early and K-12 education 
means that lawmakers will have significant 
new resources available to them to help make 
this vision a reality. However, lawmakers 
should take further action to ensure that the 
richest among us do more to contribute to New 
Mexico’s success and ease the tax burden on 
middle- and low-income residents. New Mexico 
was ranked as the 19th-least equitable state 
in 2021 because of the tax burden we place on 
low- and middle-income earners, compared 
with the rich. In our state, the lowest-income 
earners spend about 10.6 percent of their 
income on taxes, while the wealthy spend about 
6 percent.131 Higher tax rates on high incomes 
can raise significant revenue to fund public 
services, while also making our tax code fairer. 

Some options include:

High-earner tax. In 2003, lawmakers reduced 
the personal income tax rate for New Mexico’s 
highest-income earners by almost half—from 

8.2 percent to 4.9 percent.132 During the 2019 
legislative session, legislators raised the top 
tax rate to 5.9 percent. That important change 
will start to balance the tax code and raise 
significant new revenue. Lawmakers can do 
more to support our schools and make our 
tax code more equitable by raising the top 
tax rate, adding new top brackets to the tax 
code with higher tax rates, and/or enacting a 
surtax on income over $1 million and targeting 
the revenue to fund education. We estimate 
that New Mexico’s lawmakers could raise 
more than $45 million if they were to levy a 4 
percent surtax on income over $1 million. 133

Wealth tax. The top 10 percent of the richest 
Americans hold 35 percent of the total wealth 
in the United States; the richest 1 percent own 
nearly 42 percent of the total wealth; and the 
top 0.1 percent of the richest Americans hold 
22 percent of the nation’s total wealth, while 
the bottom 90 percent own about 23 percent.134 
This obscene concentration of wealth means 
that millions of families are held back, with 
fewer opportunities to advance. A wealth tax 
would help reduce inequality and would raise 
significant revenue to fund services that would 
lift up the rest of New Mexico. The Institute 
on Taxation and Economic Policy recently 
estimated the potential revenue that could be 
raised with a 5 percent tax on extreme wealth 
and found, even with a wealth threshold of $30 
million—meaning wealth holdings of less than 
$30 million would be untaxed—policymakers 
could raise $3 billion for New Mexico.135

Inheritance tax. A tax on inherited wealth can 
also create more broadly shared prosperity. 
Restoring New Mexico’s tax on very large 
estates, with a $1 million exemption, would 
generate $70 million in revenue; with a $3.5 
million exemption, an estate tax would generate 
$50 million. New Mexico could opt instead 
to impose an inheritance tax on the heirs of 
an estate. A state inheritance tax could be 
structured as an income tax, ensuring that 
wealthy heirs pay a higher tax rate on their 
inheritances than those of lesser means.136
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Capital gains tax. New Mexico allows taxpayers 
to deduct 40 percent of their capital gains 
income from their state taxes. The result of 
this is that those who derive income from 
investments pay a lower tax rate than those 
who derive their income from salaries and 
wages. This largely benefits the highest-income 
earners, with 88 percent of the value of the 
capital gains deduction going to 13 percent 
of New Mexicans, those who earn more than 
$100,000. An analysis by New Mexico Voices 
for Children estimates that this deduction costs 
the state about $40 million every year.137 

Tax on high-value properties. Lawmakers 
could follow the example of states and local 
governments that have adopted progressive 
property taxes to make property taxes fairer 
and to make the wealthy pay more. A state-level 
real estate transfer tax is one approach. For 
example, New York levies a flat tax on the sale of 
properties, with an additional tax of 1 percent 
of the property’s sale value for residences 
valued at $1 million or more. The District of 
Columbia levies a transfer tax that is based on 
a property’s sale value, with a higher rate for 
properties worth more than $400,000.138 New 
Mexico could also consider adopting a state 
property tax and levy an annual property tax 
on high-value homes, using the revenue to fund 
education. Rhode Island’s governor proposed 
such a tax in 2015 in the form of a surcharge on 
second homes worth more than $1 million.139

Gross receipts tax. The state’s tax code includes 
dozens of exemptions to the gross receipts tax 
that reduce revenues by hundreds of millions of 
dollars.140 To make up the revenue lost to these 
exemptions, state and local governments have 
had to raise gross receipts tax rates on every-
one else. These increases shift the tax burden 
to lower-income communities and make the 
state more reliant on gross receipts taxes from 
the oil and gas industry.141 The state should 
review these exemptions to determine whether 
they contribute to job creation and economic 
growth and should rescind those that don’t. 

Tax expenditures. A Legislative Finance 
Committee analysis of 2021 tax expenditures 

identified more than 100 tax deductions, 
exemptions and credits that drain the state’s 
budget of hundreds of millions of dollars.142 
As with the gross receipts tax exemptions 
we’ve already mentioned, lawmakers should 
review these tax breaks and rescind those that 
privilege some taxpayers over others or fail to 
contribute to job creation and economic growth.

Federal “opportunity zone” capital gains tax 
breaks. The 2017 federal Tax Cuts and Jobs 
Act created new capital gains tax breaks for 
investments in designated “opportunity zones.” 
Billed as a job-creation strategy for low-income 
urban areas, the zones require no community 
benefits such as jobs creation, good wages 
and benefits, or affordable housing. Not long 
after it was enacted, wealthy, well-connected 
investors began exploiting the tax break, using 
it to build high-end hotels and apartment 
buildings, or warehouses and storage facilities 
that employ only a small number of people.143 
New Mexico should decouple from the federal 
opportunity zone tax breaks, otherwise we 
will end up subsidizing these investments.144 

Digital services tax. In 2019, France enacted a 
digital services tax of 3 percent on revenue from 
the sale of user data, digital advertisements and 
online platforms run by companies like Amazon, 
Apple, Google and Facebook.145 New Mexico 
should explore taxes on digital services as these 
firms have seen their profits soar during the 
pandemic. While the courts recently struck 
down a Maryland tax on digital ads,146 a New 
York proposal to directly tax data collection, 
rather than taxing the advertising done with that 
data, offers a more promising path forward.147
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